Relationship between dentists' treatment attitudes and restorative decisions made on the basis of simulated bitewing radiographs.
The implicit valuations which dentists place on the outcomes of their treatment decisions may be a major contributory factor in dentists' decisions about when to restore teeth. This study sought to examine the relationship between dentists' treatment attitudes and restorative dental treatment decision making. A group of 20 dentists were asked to indicate teeth in need of filling from 15 simulated bitewing radiographs. The dentists graded their level of certainty about their treatment decision as "definite", "probable" or "possible". Afterwards, the teeth were sectioned and examined using a microscope in order to determine how far through the tooth the caries had penetrated. The gold standard treatment criterion was that caries extending into the dentine of the tooth would require restoration. Receiver Operator Characteristic (ROC) analysis was used to examine the apparent weighting the dentists were giving to decision errors when planning treatment on the basis of bitewing radiographs. The dentists also completed a treatment attitudes questionnaire to determine their views about the relative importance of false negative and false positive treatment decisions. The results suggest that the most appropriate operating point for most of these dentists to achieve an outcome which matched their views about the relative importance of the two types of treatment error would be the point at which a filling would "definitely" be required.